






















































the	pursuit	of	understanding	how	human	health	 is	 interwoven	with	 the	health	of	eco‐
systems	to	deliver	sustainability	goals.	The	article	argues	 that	clarifying	the	difference	
between	green	and	sustainable	public	sector	food	procurement,	with	political	continuity	




food	procurement	 and	 the	effects	of	 cultural	 and	political	 framings.	How	 legislation	 is	




directives	on	procurement,	 and	 the	 relationship	between	green	 growth	 strategies	 and	
sustainable	 diets	 are	 also	 discussed.	 The	 findings	 show	 the	 need	 to	 explore	 how	
consistent	definitions	for	green	public	procurement	and	sustainable	public	procurement	
can	be	refined	and	standardized	in	order	to	support	governments	at	all	levels	in	reviewing	
and	 analysing	 their	 current	 food	 procurement	 strategies	 and	 practices	 to	 improve	
sustainability.		
	















Public	 sector	procurement,	 representing	 all	 of	 the	 goods	 and	 services	purchased	with	






(2006‐11)	 developed	 an	 approach	 for	 implementing	 sustainable	 public	 procurement	
(SPP)	in	both	developed	and	developing	countries.	Since	Rio	+20	(2012),	there	has	been	
a	renewed	focus	on	SPP	as	part	of	green	growth	strategies.	These	debates	suggest	that	by	






a	 direction	 that	 benefits	 society	 as	 a	 whole	 and	 particularly	 the	 poor	 and	 vulnerable	
(Benson,	2014).	Others	(Garnett,	2014)	point	out	that	definitions	of	sustainability	vary,	





where	 innovative	 public	 procurement	 policies	 and	 practices	 have	 been	 successfully	
implemented	and	provides	an	overview	of	what	change	is	happening	across	Europe.	More	
explicitly,	 it	 analyses	 how	 complex	 relationships	 and	 synergies	 between	 economic,	
environmental	and	social	concerns,	as	determinants	of	SPP,	were	balanced,	and	how	the	
dynamic	between	policy	and	practice	supported	change.	The	five	case	studies	can	be	seen	
as	microcosms	 of	 change	 for	 wider	 systems	 of	 implementation,	 and	 the	 article	 more	




The	 article	 begins	 by	 reviewing	 current	 definitions	 of	 ‘green’	 and	 ‘sustainable’	 public	
procurement	 and	 discusses	 how	 environmental,	 economic	 and	 social	 impacts	 are	
interpreted,	 ‘measured’	 and	 integrated	within	 current	public	 sector	 food	procurement	
practice.	 It	 then	briefly	 charts	 the	multi‐level	 policy	 response.	The	methods	 section	 is	
followed	by	the	case	study	findings	and	the	discussion	looks	beyond	 ‘green’	to	 include	
recent	 change	 in	 procurement	 regulations.	 	 Wider	 systems	 of	 implementation	 are	










Although	 there	 are	 numerous	 definitions	 for	 green	 and	 sustainable	 procurement,	 the	
examples	used	 in	Table	1	that	provides	examples	of	how	green	and	sustainable	public	
procurement	 are	 defined	 and	distinguished,	 typifies	 a	 lack	 of	 clarity	 between	 the	 two	
concepts.	Green	public	procurement	(GPP)	definitions	focus	on	environmental	 impacts	




















 SPP	 means	 that	 public	 authorities	 seek	 to	 achieve	 the	 appropriate	 balance	
between	 the	 three	 pillars	 of	 sustainable	 development	 ‐	 economic,	 social	 and	
environmental	 ‐	 when	 procuring	 goods,	 services	 or	 works	 at	 all	 stages	 of	 the	
project.	
Practical	differences		






used	 interchangeably.	 	 This	 could	 present	 an	 illusion	 of	 progress	 towards	 more	










schemes,	 eco‐efficient	 production	 standards	 etc.)	 rather	 than	 the	 promotion	 of	











but	 social	 criteria	 were	 not	 that	 well	 established.	 In	 his	 review	 article	 on	 green	






Others	 take	 this	 further	 and	 posit	 that	 European	 public	 sector	 food	 procurement	
contracts	 tend	 to	 be	 awarded	 on	 the	 basis	 of	 ‘best	 value’	 and	 ‘the	 economically	most	
advantageous	 tender’	 (i.e.	 low	 cost),	 with	 little	 or	 no	 consideration	 for	 the	 effects	 on	
human	health	and	the	environment	of	 the	entire	agrifood	cycle’	 (Morgan	and	Sonnino,	
2008).	 Some	 recent	 research	 (OECD,	 2012)	 suggests	 that	 not	 only	 is	 there	 a	 lack	 of	
professionalization	in	procurement	(with	it	being	regarded	as	an	administrative	rather	
than	strategic	objective),	but	also	 that	 risks	and	opportunity	 costs	are	 rarely	assessed	
when	using	it	as	a	policy	lever	to	support	socio‐economic	and	environmental	objectives.	
However	 counteracting	 this,	 a	 growing	 body	 of	 literature	 on	 cities	 as	 environmental	
leaders	 is	emerging	(Puppim	de	Oliveira	et	al,	2013)	alongside	research	that	 identifies	










public	 authorities	 has	 not	 only	 environmental	 benefits	 through	 provision	 of	 green	
products	or	 technology,	 in	particular	 for	 the	procurement	of	organic	 food,	but	also	 for	
local	economic	development,	especially	in	low‐income	areas	(Walker	and	Preuss,	2008).	
Others	explore	the	benefits	to	local	economies	of	green	purchasing	that	focuses	on	social	
and	 economic	 benefits	 associated	 with	 more	 sustainable	 and	 better	 quality	 food	
procurement	 and	 its	 benefits	 for	 public	 health	 (Morgan	 2015;	 Sonnino,	 2009).	 	 This	
knowledge	 that	 governance	 systems	 can	 empower	 local	 actors,	 including	 small‐scale	
producers	and	suppliers,	has	reinforced	recognition	that	dietary	change	at	the	population	
level	 requires	more	 than	 ‘green’	 options,	 including	 the	need	 to	manage	 supply	 chains	
sustainably	(Lang	and	Barling,	2013).	There	is	an	emerging	food	policy	discourse	on	the	
relationship	 between	 nutrition	 and	 sustainability.	 Recent	 debates	 (Lang,	 2014;	
Macdiarmid,	2013)	have	focussed	on	the	concept	of	a	 ‘sustainable	diet’	 that	 ‘promotes	
environmental	 and	 economic	 stability	 through	 low‐impact	 and	 affordable,	 accessible	















negotiated	 text	 for	 the	 international	WTO	Global	 Procurement	Agreement	 (GPA,	April	














greater	 inclusion	 of	 common	 societal	 goals	 in	 the	 procurement	 process,	 including	
environmental	 protection,	 social	 responsibility	 and	 public	 health.	 The	 new	provisions	
include	 simplified	 rules	and	procedures,	 the	 right	 to	value	 social	 considerations	when	
evaluating	tenders,	the	use	of	labelling,	and	life	cycle	costing.		
	
The	EU	 reforms	 could	 improve	 access	 to	markets	 for	 small	 food	producers	 and	 SMEs	







advantageous’	 (see	 also	 Morgan	 and	 Sonnino,	 2008	 and	 the	 case	 of	 East	 Ayrshire	
(below)).	Finally,	commitments	made	at	the	national	level,	as	a	primary	determinant	of	
the	extent	 to	which	SPP	 is	 implemented	 (Brammer	and	Walker,	2011),	 could	 increase	
more	sustainable	food	procurement	at	the	local	level.	For	example	in	Scotland,	SPP	is	at	
the	heart	of	the	Procurement	Reform	Act	(2014)	and	enshrines	the	duty	of	sustainable	
procurement	 within	 its	 legislative	 framework,	 and	 new	 Guidelines	 for	 NHS	 catering	
(currently	 out	 for	 consultation)	 could	make	 Scottish	 hospitals	 legally	 obliged	 to	 serve	
more	nutritious	meals	to	patients.		
	
As	 has	 already	 been	 noted,	 there	 has	 been	 more	 practical	 implementation	 of	 SPP	 at	
regional	 and	city	 levels.	This	has	been	driven	by	 local	politicians	and	by	 recent	policy	
developments	 associated	with	 initiatives	 that	 aim	 to	promote	healthy	 and	 sustainable	
food	to	the	public	through	more	sustainable	public	procurement	initiatives.	These	include	





























activity,	 rather	 than	 emerging	 naturally	 around	 a	 topic	 between	 those	with	 a	 shared	
interest	in	its	purpose),	the	CoP	acted	as	an	arena	for	exchange	and	investigation	of	public	
procurement	 dynamics,	 logistics	 and	 standards	 around	 sustainable	 food	 and	 learning.	









the	 reason	 for	people	 to	come	 together;	 (ii)	 the	practice	 ‐	 the	 framework,	 ideas,	 tools,	









groups	 that	 came	 from	 municipal	 administrations,	 urban,	 regional	 and	 national	
governments,	European	platforms,	civil	society	and	the	wider	academic	community.		This	
recognition	 resulted	 in	 the	decision	 to	use	KBAs	 to	 collaborate	on	 a	 report,	Revaluing	
Public	Sector	Food	Procurement	in	Europe:	an	action	plan	for	sustainability5	(Barling	et	al,	
2013).	 This	 report	 was	 built	 around	 case	 studies	 of	 innovative	 public	 sector	 food	
procurement	practice	that	were	drawn	from	CoP	members’	own	experience	and	that	also	





‘wiki’ 6 	on	 a	 web‐based	 platform	 (seven	 were	 suggested);	 five	 case	 studies	 offered	
possibilities	 for	 in‐depth	analysis	and	were	selected.	The	report	was	written	as	a	 joint	
collaboration	 over	 15	 months	 using	 the	 ‘wiki’	 as	 an	 on‐line	 tool;	 this	 involved	 CoP	
members	 who	 had	 proposed	 the	 case	 studies	 posting	 information	 under	 a	 set	 of	



















omitted,	 and	 the	method	 also	 provided	 a	 degree	 of	 oversight	 that	 helped	 ensure	 key	
points	 were	 not	 overlooked.	 The	 process	 provided	 a	 rich	 data	 source	 for	 analysis,	
including	references	to	secondary	sources	(academic	articles,	reports,	websites	etc.),	and	






























context	 that	 encouraged	 many	 municipalities	 to	 introduce	 organic	 procurement	 for	 school	 canteens.	
School	meal	costs	are	met	by	a	combination	of	fees	paid	by	parents	and	municipal	budgets.	In	the	latest	
tendering	process	for	the	period	2013‐17,	the	target	for	organic	food	procurement	remains	at	70	percent.	




























procurement,	 was	 launched	 as	 part	 of	 the	 Vienna	 Climate	 Protection	 Programme	 in	 1999.	 For	
kindergartens	and	for	90	schools	offering	after‐school	care	(30	thousand	children	per	day)	the	percentage	
of	 the	overall	 spending	on	organic	 food	has	 already	 reached	more	 than	50	percent	 and	more	 than	90	
percent	for	dairy	products.	Overall	responsibility	is	with	the	Department	of	Environmental	Protection	but	
there	 is	 cross‐departmental	 coordination	 through	 thematic	working	 groups	with	members	 from	 local	













acknowledged	 the	 socio‐environmental	 quality	 of	 the	 products	 and	 services	 offered.	
Appropriate	infrastructure	was	also	crucial	for	supporting	change,	such	as	clear	political	












encouraged	 organic	 food	 procurement,	 the	 city	 adopted	 an	 inclusive	 and	 incremental	
approach	and	used	a	broader	interpretation	of	what	constituted	‘quality’	meals	in	its	local	
schools,	 incorporating	 healthy	 food,	 local	 community	 commitment	 and	 public	 health	
education.	 Likewise	 in	 Copenhagen,	 where	 tools	 and	 regulations	 existed	 to	 meet	
minimum	standards	for	GPP	at	the	national	level,	there	was	also	evidence	that	voluntary	
action	 and	 collaboration	 at	 the	municipal	 level	 and	 between	 sectors	 resulted	 in	more	
sustainable	procurement	practices.	These	practices	made	the	link	between	training	for	













































































































































criteria	 did	 not	 stand	 alone	 in	 a	 ‘green’	 purchasing	 box	 but	 were	 infused	with	 social	
factors,	such	as	criteria	for	sourcing	fair	trade	products,	and	ingredients	with	high	animal	





Social	 criteria	 were	 split	 between	 those	 directly	 concerned	 with	 diet	 and	 health	 to	
improve	the	quality	of	food	served	and	raise	nutritional	standards,	and	others	associated	
with	 socio‐economic	 factors	 that	 affected	 those	working	within	 public	 sector	 catering	
facilities,	 such	 as	 education	 and	 training	 for	 catering	 staff	 and	 better	 employment	










































































































The	 findings	 underline	 the	 importance	 of	 maintaining	 political	 continuity	 in	 order	 to	
reach	SPP	policy	goals.	One	key	challenge	was	 the	 interpretation	of	EU	regulations	on	
procurement	contracts.	Practical	 implementation	meant	preparing	tenders	 to	meet	EU	
requirements	whilst	 adapting	 strategies	 to	 local	 and	 cultural	 contexts	 and	 calibrating	
demand	 and	 supply	 of	 food	 ingredients.	 Valuing	 social	 (social/health	 and	 socio‐
economic)	considerations	when	evaluating	tenders	was	not	made	easy	because	of	strict	
rules	 on	 awarding	 contracts	 on	 ‘best	 value’	 and	 ‘the	 economically	most	 advantageous	








In	 addition,	 the	 findings	 also	 reveal	 how	 budgetary	 constraints	 were	 a	 challenge,	
especially	 when	 the	 cost	 of	 ingredients	 increased.	 Implementing	 and	 maintaining	
innovative	 and	more	 sustainable	 procurement	 practices	 stretched	 from	production	 to	
consumption,	including:	maintaining	sufficient	supplies;	ensuring	that	SMEs	maintained	
competitiveness,	 could	 manage	 distribution,	 and	 tender	 for	 contracts;	 ensuring	 that	


















emerging	 discourse	 on	 nutrition	 and	 sustainability	 raise	 questions	 about	 ‘measuring’	
progress	within	wider	systems	of	implementation;	the	next	two	sub‐sections	explore	this	


















Equally,	 although	 the	 dynamic	 between	 policy	 and	 practice	 is	 constantly	 evolving	 as	
urban	 governments	 assume	 more	 authority	 and	 responsibility	 for	 sustainable	
development,	the	findings	show	that	transition	to	more	sustainable	procurement	is	very	
dependent	on	political	will	and	leadership	and	an	infrastructure	that	is	able	to	balance	




be	 implemented	at	 the	national	 level	by	April	2016.	 	These	new	rules	and	procedures,	
including	the	right	to	value	social	goals	when	evaluating	tenders	and	the	use	of	full	life	













but	 for	policy	makers	and	practitioners	 these	 ‘trade‐offs’	have	serious	 implications	 for	




The	 findings	 underline	 the	 need	 to	 explore	 how	 consistent	 definitions	 for	 green	 and	
sustainable	public	sector	food	procurement	can	be	refined	and	standardized	in	order	to	














More	broadly,	 the	 future	 trajectories	 of	 green	 growth	 strategies	 and	 sustainable	 diets	
need	to	converge	in	order	to	further	understanding	of	how	human	health	is	interwoven	
with	the	health	of	eco‐systems	and	deliver	sustainability	goals.		
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